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Loch Trool


Quiet the water


Gentle the sun


Greens, blues, purples chase


Across the shale and granite hills


Whose tormented creation


Is but an unemotive line


In our geology,


Past convulsions


Presenting us


With peace and beauty.


Here black waters mirror the blue sky;


There they sparkle


Brightness given for brightness received.


Quiet the six-fold grave


Buried principles Reminding the present


Of stands still to be taken.


To the hills they lifted their eyes


Whence came no aid,


Their covenant the worth of each


The testimony all possess,


For that the martyrdom


The green wood stained with red,


And now the near-forgotten monument


Marking a finer cause than does the kingly stone


To which some pay the greater honour.


May quietness be preserved


For all


A healing thing.


Arthur Clegg


© Arthur Clegg 1982
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From the brass over King Robert’s grave at Dunfermline Abbey.









Introduction


WELCOME TO SOUTH WEST SCOTLAND!


In many ways this is a lost and forgotten area, an area of wild and weird beauty, a lonely area. Yet, with an incomparable variety of coast and hill, town and village, sea and hill loch, ancient and modern, it is surely the ideal holiday area. More accessible than the Highlands, it has much Highland scenery, a warmer climate and lower rainfall. The hills and forests contain a wide range of wild life; the light and reflections on the Solway coast have long been irresistible to artists; ancient chapels, abbeys and castles bring history to vivid life. The towns, especially on the coast, have everything possible in the way of entertainment. In sum, a superb holiday area.


But this book is not designed to attract you here, for you are here already! It is meant, instead, to suggest how you can get the best out of your stay. Inevitably, it presupposes that you travel by car. There is no other way of getting about these days. It was different in the not-so-distant past, but now public transport, except along the coastal strip, is virtually non-existent. Fortunately, there is a most excellent network of roads, and, more fortunate still, they are never really busy, even in the height of the holiday season. Unhappily, the lovely railway that used to run along the Solway Coast was demolished by the Mad Axe-Man (Dr Beeching) some years ago.


There is a series of suggested tours in this book. Perhaps these are not really necessary, for wherever you go, you will surely find places of great beauty and interest. However, the suggested tours ensure that you will miss but little during a holiday here.


Of course, this is a large area to cover. Therefore there are two sets of suggested tours, one starting at Ayr in the north, and the other at Castle Douglas in the south. They are all circular tours, though, and thus can be joined at any point.


There is no particular reason for starting the tours at Ayr and Castle Douglas, except that tours must start somewhere, and those two delightful towns are as good as anywhere else. But if you are staying in Stranraer, or Dumfries, or Girvan, or anywhere else in the area, you will still find the suggestions useful: you merely join the tours at a different point.


Perhaps ideally, to really make the best of a holiday in South West Scotland, one should have what the tourist industry calls a ‘two-centre holiday’, that is, stay for a while in one place, then move to another.


However, no roads, and thus no suggested tours, go into the real heart of the hills; the lovely and secret places demand that you visit them on foot.


Coming from the south, you hardly know that you have crossed a border into Scotland, and certainly there is nothing now to remind you of the bitterness of the past, when these border lands were fought over repeatedly down the centuries. Only the lovely old Border Ballads, beloved of every folk singer, are there to remind us. Those, and a host of castles, fortified houses and towers.


But perhaps the very emptiness of the land should alert us to the fact that this is a unique area. For hundreds of years this land on both sides of the Solway Firth was the scene of incessant battle and slaughter, nation against nation, family against family. While England and Scotland struggled bloodily over the centuries, each repeatedly burning, killing and plundering over the land, the people took to the hills, living as best they could, and dying when they must. As the great battles of nations passed into history, the people emerged, dazed and anachronistic, for they knew not the ways of peace, only the ways of war and pillage.


So the struggles continued, with each family – Armstrongs, Douglasses, Grahams, Maxwells and many more – engaged in furious and endless raids on cattle, land and wealth. Some flourished, but many died, and the land was desolate and empty.


Those days are past, but the memories remain. And the land is still empty and quiet, but lovely with a beauty hard to express, particularly if the visitor is aware of a bitter history.


Not so long ago, even the neighbouring English had rather peculiar views of the Scots and of Scotland. Horrifying glens and mountains, raging seas, savage people with barbaric customs. Even – although this was never proven – people with tails! It took the intrepid travels of those such as William Wordsworth, Dr Johnson and most particularly King George IV and Queen Victoria and the writings of Walter Scott to destroy those myths – even though others, more romantic and equally false, replaced them.


That great historian Charles Gibbon himself expressed some curious views. In his masterly Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire he wrote that:


These [the Romans] masters of the fairest and most wealthy climates of the globe turned with contempt from gloomy hills assailed by the winter tempest from lakes concealed in a blue mist, and from cold and lonely heaths over which the deer of the forest were chased by a troop of naked barbarians.


Well, yes, but it was not only the deer which were chased over the heath by the ‘naked barbarians’: it was also the cream of the Roman armies. One whole crack Legion marched north from Hadrian’s Wall and simply disappeared. To this day not one single trace of them has been discovered. Centurions, men, horses and baggage vanished, and only the naked barbarians knew where.


However British they might be, the Scots do see themselves as being different from the rest of the British people. Wherever they are, and however long settled in foreign parts, they retain an essential Scottishness and pride. This is reflected in the existence of innumerable Burns Clubs, St Andrew’s Societies, Caledonian Clubs and Clan Societies throughout the world, and this nostalgia, it seems, is an inherited thing, for, far from dying out, these associations of expatriate Scots go on from strength to strength.


It must be remembered that, in the long and bitter struggle to retain national independence from England, Scotland was never conquered. It became part of the United Kingdom in 1707, but that was by Treaty, not by force of arms, and even today many Scots regard that Treaty as an act of abysmal treachery, perpetrated by venal leaders for their own profit. ‘We’re bought and sold for English gold – Such a parcel of rogues in a nation!’ as Burns put it in one of his many songs about the Jacobite rebellions.


Perhaps the first real figure to appear out of the mists of secular history in the dark ages of Scotland was King Kenneth MacAlpin. In 844 AD he united the Scots and the Picts under his own leadership and successfully defended their territory against all the many roving hordes of central European tribes which wandered the land in those days.


This unity was shattered in 1069 when King Malcolm III married a Saxon, Margaret, a woman of rare strong will, who broke up the Celtic church, imposed feudal systems of landholding, and the use of English and French as court languages.


Gradually, over 200 years, the English influence grew, and finally, by marriage, the English crown had a reasonable claim on the Scottish throne. But this was too much even for the vacillating Scottish King John Balliol, and in 1296 the English invaded under Edward I whom the English know as ‘The Hammer of the Scots’, and the Scots as something quite different.


It was out of this struggle that William Wallace arose as a great leader, and after him Robert Bruce, who succeeded where Wallace gloriously failed. Robert Bruce welded his nation into a unity so strong that it defeated the English and lasted for 400 years.


Out of the victory of Bruce came the Declaration of Arbroath, a great, ringing statement which comes down the centuries;


For as long as one hundred of us shall remain alive we shall never in any way submit to the rule of the English, for it is not for glory alone we fight, for riches, or for honours, but for freedom, which no good man loses but with his life.


And so it was for 400 years, until the noble sentiments of Arbroath drowned in the inflow of gold and trade.


But enough of the past, although a little understanding of the country’s history can only add to your pleasures in the present. And there is more to come in this Introduction to South West Scotland!


Because you are in Scotland, you can go on foot where you will, for the Scottish law of trespass is different from that of England. Naturally, you do not damage hedges, fences or crops, and if you do, may find yourself liable. And should you be carrying a fishing rod or a gun, that is a different kettle of fish (or dish of venison stew), for then you might be guilty of trespassing in pursuit of game.


Wherever you go in South West Scotland, you cannot easily escape the past, for it is all around you, and the deep, ice-gouged valleys have supported man for perhaps 10,000 years, from the Old Stone Age onwards. This was the land of the Galwyddel (Welsh: Stranger Gaels), and they left faint clues for us to wonder at – age-old stones, burial cairns and forts, relics of ancient religions and forgotten battles. They left us one of our names, too, for ‘Galloway’ is derived from Galwyddel.


Even today, there is a sense of isolation from the rest of Britain, and that has always been so. Warring clans, religious strife, agricultural revolution, gypsies, coastal raiders and smugglers have left us a wealth of historical associations, with a wonderful and diverse heritage of buildings and sites.


The whole area is bestrewn with pre-historic monuments, Roman forts, Dark Age religious remains, splendid medieval abbeys, castles and towerhouses, old farms, old mills. And every village (and most towns) seems to be newly scrubbed and painted, and throughout the summer newly decorated with the brightest of flowers.


It is perfectly possible in one day to pass from looking at mysterious, prehistoric ‘cup and ring’ marks, to 4th and 5th century crosses at Whithorn and Kirkmadrine, to the medieval wonders of Glenluce, to the ferocious self-sufficiency of feudal Threave Castle, to the civilised beauty of the Age of Enlightenment at Culzean Castle, to the early industrial remains of mills and iron foundries, and finally to the finest of modern sculpture by Rodin, Moore and Epstein at the wonderful moorland gallery of Shawhead, near Castle Douglas. And all that in one day: a microcosm of history! Indeed, what a place for a holiday!


Of course, you cannot hope to explore it all in one visit. Nor, perhaps, should you even try. This book, though, will lead you to the best of a very wonderful feast: eat what you will of it today, and return again and again for further helpings.


You will find that one of the benefits of the Forestry Commission is that they have driven rough but quite passable roads deep into the hills. These are not marked on maps. They are often closed, but permission to travel them can usually be obtained from the local Forester. Do seek such permission, though, otherwise you may find yourself having to reverse half a mile down a mountain with a large and impatient timber lorry nuzzling at your bonnet. If that happens, you might learn some words of the old Scots tongue that do not appear in the dictionaries! But, with permission, those forest roads will take you deeper and further into the wilderness than you have ever imagined. You will be able to see aspects of the hills not possible from the roads.


For the walker, too, these roads are a great blessing: you can go dry-shod to places once known only to shepherds and their flocks. Be careful, though, for there is a peculiar will-o’-the-wisp quality about those tracks, a constant feeling that you must see round the next shoulder, climb the next hill.


And on the vast moors, as you walk or ride, there is also a sense of strangeness, a sense that somehow those who once strode these hills, and also loved them and lived in them, are still with you. There are:


Grey recumbent tombs of the dead in desert places, Standing stones on the vacant wine-red moor.


The people of South West Scotland have long been stubborn, born of a stubborn country. This was Covenanting Country, and almost every churchyard has a grave or two of those most stubborn people, who, rather than accept into their religion what they disliked, would ‘allow the winds to make whistles of their bones.’ There have not been many Catholic martyrs for the Latin ritual, nor Church of England martyrs for the King James’s version!


Even Shakespeare knew of Galloway, its character and its characters. ‘Knew we not Galloway nags?’ asks Pistol in Henry IV.


Incidentally, the English certainly did know about Galloway horses, for Robert Bruce rode one – especially at Bannockburn.


This stubbornness and courage is shown in the legend of Trost of the Long Knife. He, his father and his brother were the last of their tribe to know the secret of brewing Heather Ale. (In those happy days, Heather Ale was the drink to bring glory, strength, courage and many another good thing.) The three of them were captured by Niall of the Nine Hostages, who was determined to get the secret of Heather Ale for himself, as who wouldn’t be. Trost offered to give away the secret, telling Niall that first his father and his brother must be thrown off a nearby and convenient cliff, lest they punish his treachery. Niall was happy to do this – he would probably have done it anyway – and then Trost himself leaped off the cliff to his death, taking with him that great secret, to the loss and detriment of everyone ever since.


Being so close to Ireland, and easily visible from there, these lands early attracted wandering tribes. It was easier to make the short sea crossing from Ireland than to cross the treacherous Solway Firth. The first wanderers seem to have congregated around Luce Bay, and have left us flint knives and arrowheads, as well as whale bones and deer antlers, in their middens.


By and large, those people, the people of the Old Stone Age, stayed on the shores and in the river valleys, for they could not conquer the great hills clad in oak and Scots Pine. Their implements were inadequate for that.


The people of the New Stone Age were farmers, rather than hunters. They, too, could not tackle the great trees, and most of their homesteads were high in the hills, where trees did not grow. They had domesticated cattle and sheep, and grew corn. Their dead, or at least their dead leaders, were buried in great cairns, stone chambers covered by a mound of earth. The finest, perhaps, is White Cairn, near Glen Trool.


The mastery of metal, first bronze, then iron, was a revolutionary change. The Celtic peoples from central Europe mastered these new techniques, and consequently were able to travel far and fast, imposing their will on others. From about 5000 BC those strangers, warriors and craftsmen, spread into South West Scotland. The tribes had various names, and cannot easily be distinguished one from the other, but there were Picts, Scots, and Britons.


Those who reached South West Scotland, though, were known as Gaels, and their Gaelic language survived here until 300 years ago and less. Indeed, it survives today, in the beautiful names of the hills and fells.


It should be remembered that those Picts and Scots and Gaels were far from being the uncivilised, uncultured barbarians they are usually represented as being. Far indeed from that. They had a highly organised society, and a surprisingly democratic one. They had a culture which even today we can only wonder about. Their designs and patterns, cut deep into hard stone, are beautiful and intricate – so intricate, indeed, that many of them even today can only be copied, not projected, for the mathematics of them cannot be understood.


The chief monument of the Iron Age is the hill fort, a whole township set on a hill and surrounded by a wall. It defended a whole area, for probably the cattle and sheep and the weaker people withdrew from all round about to the shelter of the fort whenever attack threatened, and the able-bodied defended the walls.


Sometimes crannogs were built instead of hill forts, and those were more easily defensible. They were forts built on an artificial island of logs set in a loch, and approached by one narrow track over the water. Often, that track was submerged, and zigged and zagged in a way known only to the local people. Perhaps the best, within the area covered by this book, is that at Castle Douglas itself.


After the Gaels came the Romans, in the 1st century AD. Although north of Hadrian’s Wall, the Romans did maintain a military presence in Galloway, probably to prevent the turbulent Gallovidians from crossing the Solway and attacking the Romans from the rear, behind their Maginot Line.


It was during the Roman occupation that Christianity first came to Scotland. St Ninian, a native missionary bishop, set up his tiny chapel of Candida Casa, the White House, at Whithorn.


After the Romans left, the Gaels faced attack from the Strathclyde Britons, and so, after the Roman pattern, they built a great stone and turf rampart from Stranraer to Dumfries. That they could undertake such a task, and organise it, shows that they must have had a considerable amount of civilisation and government. Traces of this great rampart, the De’il’s Dyke, can still be seen here and there, particularly around Glen Trool, and further north, around Sanquhar.


About 300 years of (comparative) peace followed, until the Picts and Scots broke through the wall. They were driven back, though, and a lot of their own territory annexed. About 800 AD, the longships of the Vikings appeared, and coming from the sea, they were behind the wall, and soon managed to overthrow the old regime. For a full 300 years they were overlords of South West Scotland. However, they left little trace of their presence; although the current – and extremely fascinating – archeological dig at Whithorn is disclosing that they settled and traded in the area, and did not just land to plunder, pillage and rape, as previously supposed.


They have left us a number of names, like all the many ‘fells’, (Norse: Fjell, a mountain) and the river Fleet, (Norse: Fljot, a river).


They also left a lot of heroic tales, peopled by great men with great names, like Thorfinn the Skull-Cleaver, and Sigurd the Stout. One would give much to meet with them in Valhalla, over a barrel of Heather Ale!


Gradually, after the Norman conquest of England, Norman feudalism spread into Scotland, but even more gradually into this turbulent area. But it did happen, and a whole string of great castles and forts was built to enforce it. Loch Doon Castle, Garlies Castle near Newton Stewart, and Castle Stewart itself, are examples of those feudal strongholds.


The Scots, however, never really acknowledged the overlordship of the English feudal kings, and in 1292 a Galloway baron, John Balliol, was proclaimed King of Scotland. He was not much of a king, though, and in 1296 he acknowledged the overlordship of Edward I of England. That pleased few and angered many.


Amongst the many was Robert Bruce, Earl of Carrick, just north west of Galloway. By somewhat dubious means, Robert was proclaimed king, and promptly retired to Ireland. There he gathered his men, and with a few hundred followers landed near his Castle of Turnberry in 1307. By a brilliant guerilla war, culminating in the great set-piece battle of Bannockburn in 1314, Scotland’s independence was regained.


Although by no means without incident or interest, the next 250 years were fairly peaceable in South West Scotland – at least by previous standards. Troubles came, though, with an attempt by King James VI of Scotland to impose Bishops on the Scottish Church, to bring them into line with the English Church.


The Reformation was not long past, and that was a time of suffering. Most people seemed to see the imposition of Bishops as the beginning of a return to the Roman Church. Perhaps significantly, most of the vast landholdings of the Catholic establishment had passed into the hands of the great nobles: they most certainly had no intention of allowing even the shadow of Rome to return – that might have meant giving back land and wealth.


The struggle continued through the reigns of James VI, Charles I and Charles II. The Solemn League and Covenant, signed by the Presbyterian leaders in 1639, totally disavowed Bishops and all their works, and the Covenanters, and especially the men of South West Scotland, fought well and expensively for Parliament against the king in the Civil War. They expected Cromwell to confirm their own form of church.


On the Restoration of the monarchy in 1661, Charles II again appointed Bishops to govern the Scottish Church. Then began ‘The Killing Time’. The Covenanters, stubborn as Gallovidians ever were, refused to accept the Bishops: the government in London insisted that they did. A ‘Highland Host’, an army of mercenary soldiers who had to live off the land, was brought south to enforce the government’s will, and by its looting and indiscriminate cruelty left scars visible to this day. After enduring the horrors of the Highland Host, the South West of Scotland gave but little support or encouragement to Prince Charles Edward and his Jacobite Highlanders in the 1745 Uprising.


The government troops stayed after the Highland Host left, and there were many more deaths still to come and much suffering. Only after the death of Charles II and the enthronement of William and Mary in 1688 did peace return.


The Presbyterian Church, without Bishops, was recognised as the established religion of Scotland. But by then, Scotland, and in particular the South West, had been greatly impoverished by the troubles.


Tranquility did not long endure. The local landowners saw the opportunity of increasing the profits from their vast holdings. With the Union of Parliaments in 1707, the great market of England was opened to Scottish producers of meat, and, to produce cattle and sheep effectively and profitably for the great landowners, the old farming system, with its mass of almost self-sufficient peasants, had to be destroyed, and the peasants along with the system. Permanent dykes and hedges were put up to enclose parks, and the leases of smallholdings ended.


Not surprisingly, the peasants resisted, and bands of ‘Levellers’ destroyed hedges and dykes almost as quickly as the lairds raised them. Troops and dragoons again ranged over the moors, and the Levellers were hunted like their Covenanting fathers (and mothers) before them.


One of the leaders of the Levellers was Billy Marshall, King of the Gypsies. He had been a soldier, and brought military discipline to the previously disorderly rabble. Arming his men with long iron spikes, Billy Marshall and his band were able to overturn long lengths of dyke, much more quickly than the enclosers could put them up. As the poet wrote:


Against the poor the lairds prevail,


With all their wicked works.


Who will enclose both hill and dale


And turn cornfields to parks.


The lords and lairds they drive us out


From mailings where we dwell,


The poor man cries ‘Where shall we go?’


The rich say ‘Go to Hell!’


Billy Marshall, incidentally, must have been a most remarkable character. He died at the age of 120, having sired several children after his centenary, and there are stories of great battles between his gypsies and the bands of tinkers who also roamed the roads of Galloway and Ayrshire. Billy Marshall is buried in Kirkcudbright Graveyard.


Of course, the lands were finally enclosed, and the peasant farmers moved into new villages and trained as weavers, mostly, to satisfy the great American market, also newly opened to Scotland by the Act of Union.


The new ‘improved’ farms were large, and some workers were still employed, of course, and a hard life they had of it. That brilliant but strangely neglected Scottish writer James Barke, gives a vivid description of that hard life in his moving novel The Land of the Leal.


In the early 19th century, the lovely black Galloway cattle were replaced by black-faced sheep on most of the hills. And that is almost the last change to have taken place in the countryside of South West Scotland. On the lower lands, the brown and white Ayrshire cattle, which are every child’s vision of a cow, have been replaced by the black and white Friesian dairy cow, and on some of the hills the sheep now overwinter on great expanses of turnips. Occasionally you will still see that most charming of cows, the Belted Galloway, with its white cummerbund showing off its glossy black hide.


The other great visible change, of course, is the plantations of the Forestry Commission. These have spread far and wide over the hills in the past 50 years, and the debate about them shows no sign of ebbing. Beyond question, they provide some employment in an area where there is otherwise none. Without doubt, too, they at least produce something from land that otherwise would produce only the occasional sheep.


No one today would work those uplands as small farms, as our fore-fathers did, and suffer and toil as they did. Only those with no knowledge of it can be sentimental about the past. If the Forestry Commission was not there, the hillsides would perhaps be even more natural and beautiful, but it would be a sterile beauty. It would be a long step towards driving even more people from this land, and leaving it as nothing but a lovely and empty playground.


However, in thinking about the work of the Forestry Commission, it must always be remembered that the changes it has wrought on the land are almost certainly permanent changes. It is unlikely that that land will ever again carry any crop other than trees.


Even today, this is a very empty area. Apart from a very few towns, mainly along the coast, the only other populated places are small villages. The narrow, fertile coastal strip is intensively farmed, but the rest is bare hill and moor, cut through by rich and lovely valleys. Red deer roam over the hills, and some of the mature forests. At the turn of the year, the roaring of stags, as they mark their territory and claim their mates, echoes up most of the valleys. It comes even before the snowdrops, as a herald of the spring still to come.


Nor are deer the only animals living on these hills. In fact, there is a variety perhaps unmatched in Britain. There are wild uplands, and the fauna and flora typical of the Highlands, but the area has a mild climate, and thus there are also many Lowland species. (It was said recently that this area has no climate, only samples of weather. But that was a jaundiced view.)


In the great deforestation process that took place 200 years ago during the Agricultural Revolution, many of the woodland species – pine martens and so on – vanished from South West Scotland, and were replaced by the creatures of the moorland – blue hare, grouse, plover and merlin. Red deer adapted to the change, and survived, as in much of Scotland.


As re-afforestation spreads, there is again much change, and it is difficult to foresee the fauna our children may be watching. Today, though, a sharp eye might see both red and roe deer, foxes, mountain and brown hares and otters. On Benyallery (Gaelic: Beirut Iolaire: Hill of Eagles) golden eagles still nest, and presumably have done so ever since our Gaelic-speaking ancestors roamed and named the hills. There are also buzzards, which at a distance are often mistaken for eagles. Other predatory birds often sighted are the peregrine falcon, a haunter of the crags, and the merlin, usually hunting over the heather hills. Lower down, there are sparrow hawks, kestrels and hen harriers, although perhaps only the kestrel is common. The vicious hooded crow, enemy of all shepherds, is not normally found in these lands, although there are many carrion crows, and quite often ravens. The tawny, the short-eared, the long-eared and the barn owl are all quite common, and will probably increase as the conifer plantations mature.


Perhaps, though, the best-loved upland bird is the curlew – or the whaup, to give it its Scottish name. No moorland walk, surely, would be complete without the accompaniment of its friendly and evocative call, and fortunately there are lots of whaups in this area, and lots of green plover, although the golden plover is somewhat less plentiful.


Of course, as well as birds of the uplands, there are vast numbers of wild fowl, on the Solway coast especially, but also on a number of inland lochs. There are barnacle geese in the Caerlaverock Nature Reserve, as well as considerable flocks of other geese and wildfowl. Greylag geese breed hereabouts, and both pink-footed and white-fronted geese are common visitors. Shovellers, teal, mallard and tufted duck all breed on local lochs, and there are some notable heronries.


For those interested in sea birds, this area is of uncommon interest. Terns and cormorants, black guillemots, kittiwake and fulmar all breed on these coasts, cliffs and islands, and there is a wide range of gulls – common, herring, black-headed, greater and lesser black-backed.


This is, of course, above all, the land of Robert Burns. In his own day, Burns was the poet of the people. Peasants, weavers, servant girls, school teachers, lawyers and lairds all bought his books, and read them. Today, most people, even here in his own country, do not read his works, and know only a few odd lines and those often wrong! This is a great pity. Burns is just as relevant, and his work just as beautiful, today as 200 years ago. It is not difficult to read or understand – certainly no more difficult than Shakespeare and much less than Milton.


Of course, today, even many Scots have to struggle a little with the language of those poems written in the Scots tongue. But the struggle is very much worth while. And every collection of his works today contains a glossary of the Scots words. Besides, Burns also wrote most beautiful English. ‘The Bonnie Lass o’ Ballochmyle’ is English very pure and delightful: so are many others. It would add much delight to your holiday if you bought a collection of Burns’s poems, and read them as you visit the places he wrote about.


A word about maps. The little map in this book is designed only to show the roads used in these tours, and nothing else. For a serious walker, only the Ordnance Survey maps will do. Of course (and it always happens like this!), you need two of them to cover the area. Perhaps the best and most generally useful map is the Geographia three miles to one inch map of South West Scotland. The AA distributes this to its members, but most bookshops also stock it.


There are two particular routes in this area you would do well to consider, the first for car travel (although bicycles would be ideal for it), and the second by foot. The Solway Coast Heritage Trail has been well sign-posted all the way from Annan to Stranraer, and if you follow that you will be guided along the winding coast, and to many of the places mentioned in this book. The major road between the two places is the busy A75, now vastly improved from its previous condition of traffic-choked menace, but still carrying much heavy traffic to and from the Stranraer ferries. Follow that major road, by all means, if you wish to travel quickly, but you will find that it bypasses almost all the towns and villages. The marked Solway Heritage Trail, on the other hand, is the one for holiday idling.


The foot track is the Southern Upland Way, running all the way from Port Patrick in the far South West to Cockburnspath on the east coast, south of Edinburgh. It is quite adequately sign-posted, and takes you through the very best of the lonely country, over hills and moors, by lochs and burns and to isolated settlements. You really must plan for anything more than a short stroll on that track, though, for it goes where there are no roads, and overnight accommodation is still very scarce.


The Gazetteer in this book is as complete as possible, but not every place of interest and beauty has a separate entry: it would become unwieldy if that were so. In fact, most Gazetteer entries contain information about things and places close by, or associated with, the Gazetteer entry itself. Actually, it is best, as with all guidebooks, to not treat it simply as a work of reference, just to look up information on wherever you happen to be, but rather read it right through. In that way, you will be able to savour the whole area, and better appreciate the details of the big picture.


So, again, welcome to South West Scotland, and may you have a very fine holiday!
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